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On April 20, the Honduran National Assembly passed a resolution to limit the powers of the
national human rights commissioner. The congressional action unloosed an avalanche of complaints
that forced the deputies to reconsider. Human rights leaders and congressional opponents of the bill
pointed out that the international community, particularly donor countries, would see the attack on
the commission as profoundly anti-democratic. The bill had weak congressional backing from the
start. The vote was taken near midnight and without a quorum.
Under congressional rules, the bill would have had to undergo a second debate and vote before
becoming law. By a 39 to 27 vote, the deputies reduced the commissioner's term of office from six
to four years and limited his activities to receiving complaints about human rights violations. The
office would no longer carry out audits of government agencies or exercise government oversight.
The congressional action was in apparent retaliation for a report issued in March from Human
Rights Commissioner Leo Valladares on the handling of foreign-aid funds donated for cleanup and
reconstruction after Hurricane Mitch.
In the report, Valladares found that the funds were generally well- managed, but he documented 17
cases of irregularities, six of which warranted further investigation for possible criminal prosecution.
He also sent the report to the attorney general's special prosecutor for corruption.
On March 25, shortly after Valladares issued the report, the daily newspaper La Tribuna, owned
by President Carlos Flores, published an editorial accusing Valladares of belonging to a class of
"unhinged" delinquents. The editorial said that "those who suspect that everyone is a thief" belong
to this group. "The accusations by the human rights commissioner form part of the actions of those
people. Neither good, nor the defeat of corruption, nor the search for truth interests them. What
they want is to call attention to themselves and to show that they are above all of us."
Valladares called the attempt to rein in his authority to investigate official wrongdoing an act
"unprecedented in the history of Honduras." He said it was "a permanent stain on the Honduran
congress." The measure was pushed through by the governing Partido Liberal (PL), which said it
was necessary because the commission had "exceeded its authority" by issuing a report "that did
the country great damage." "Limits must be put on democracy," said PL deputy Marco Antonio
Andino. Luz Ernestina Mejia, a PL deputy who voted against the measure, said it was "the worst
error that could be recorded in history. I really hope we don't have to regret this one day. I am
ashamed of what has happened."
Former president Rafael Callejas (1990-1994) of the Partido Nacional (PN) said the commission "was
the last redoubt of democratic institutionality left in this country." Since creation of the commission
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was part of the Esquipulas Central American Peace Accords, the Assembly's action could have wide
international repercussions, he said. Concerns raised about negative impact abroad Valladares
and others have suggested that the Assembly's action would damage the country's international
standing just when Honduras must present a good image to international donors.
In May, an Honduran delegation will join others from Central America at a crucial meeting in
Stockholm of the Consultive Group representing donor countries. There, Honduras will present
its proposals for reconstruction and ask for funding. Valladares pointed out the potential for
embarrassment in Sweden, which invented the ombud. "It was in Sweden where the concept of the
human rights commission or people's defender was born," he said. "We will go there in May to seek
funds for democracy, and I don't know how the Swedes will interpret what has happened here."

Flores asks congress to reconsider
A few days after congress acted, President Flores flew to the commission's defense. He said the
reform was "lamentable" and announced that it would be reconsidered. He said he had talked to
Assembly president Rafael Pineda Ponce and they agreed that the powers of the commissioner
should not be reduced. Flores noted that, when he was president of the congress, the human rights
office was raised to constitutional level and that he had given it his personal support and seen to it
that it had an adequate budget. He also defended the way his administration had handled foreignaid funds. "Touching even one centavo of those resources would be totally unpardonable," he said.
But the chairman of the legislative committee on human rights, Jose Carrasco Hawit, said the bill to
gut Valladares' powers came from Flores. "The bill wasn't born here in the national congress, we all
know that now," said Carrasco. "The bill came from the Casa Presidencial." Instead of retaliating
against Valladares for his report, the government should have begun an investigation of how the aid
was handled, said Carrasco. After 70 deputies, including some dissidents from the PL, organized to
demand a vote to reconsider, Pineda announced that the matter would be reviewed April 27.
Leaders of the five political parties represented in the congress met with Pineda on April 27
and agreed to scrub the bill. Later the same day, with protestors and supporters of Valladares
surrounding the legislative chambers, congress voted unanimously to reverse the vote taken just a
week earlier. In support of his motion to reconsider the bill, Pineda said the motives for passing it
in the first place were to clarify the commissioner's functions and differentiate them from those of
other government agencies. For various reasons, however, the text of the bill stirred public protest
and thus should be nullified, Pineda said. [Sources: La Tribuna (Honduras), 03/25/99; Notimex, Inter
Press Service, 04/21/99; El Tiempo (Honduras) 04/23/99; The New York Times, 04/25/99; La Prensa
(Honduras, 04/23/99, 04/27/99, 04/28/99]
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